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Summary 

This report examines the Department of Defense’s (DOD’s) three largest tactical aircraft 
modernization programs. The “Background” section provides a brief description of each program 
and a discussion of how tactical aircraft fit into military air operations: the missions they typically 
perform and how they contrast to longer-range combat aircraft. 

The “Analysis: Key Issues to Consider” section examines a number of policy issues, including 
affordability, capability required, force structure, and defense industrial base. The paper 
concludes with a synopsis of congressional action on these programs. 

The Defense Department is procuring the F-22 fighter for the Air Force, the F/A-18E/F 
fighter/attack plane for the Navy, and the Joint Strike Fighter (JSF) aircraft in three variants, some 
of which might be operational around 2012. 

Decisions in Congress and the Defense Department regarding these aircraft programs may have 
important long-term implications. The F/A-18E/F is in full-rate production. The F-22 is nearing 
the end of its planned production. The JSF might be in production through the 2020s. Decisions 
about the funding of these programs will influence the future of individual U.S. aircraft 
manufacturers, and may well affect the division of combat roles and missions among the services 
for decades. 

Some in Congress have expressed concern about the need for some of these aircraft programs on 
grounds of cost and affordability, and military requirements. Some in Congress have also 
expressed concern over the potential impact of these aircraft programs on the defense industrial 
base. This report will be updated as events warrant. 

This report replaces Issue Brief IB 921 15 of the same title. 
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Introduction 

Tactical or theater aircraft — fighter planes, fighter/attack planes, and attack planes — constitute a 
major component of U.S. military capability. They played a prominent role in the 1991 Gulf War, 
and are expected to play a leading role in contemporary and future military operations, 
particularly in situations where U.S. leaders hope to limit or avoid the commitment of U.S. 
ground forces. Operation Allied Force, the 1999 war in Kosovo, may have fueled these 
expectations. During this 78-day war, hundreds of coalition aircraft attacked Serbian targets, 
losing only two aircraft in the process. Navy tactical combat aircraft played a prominent role in 
the early stages of Operation Enduring Freedom, and tactical aircraft from all services continue 
fighting in the war in Afghanistan and Iraq. 

Tactical aviation accounts for a significant part of the defense budget, counting the costs of 
developing, procuring, and operating aircraft, engines, avionics, and weapon systems, and 
personnel, training, and administrative costs. In round numbers, the U.S. Air Force, Navy, and 
Marine Corps operated approximately 4,200 fixed-wing tactical combat aircraft in 2007. Of these, 
the Air Force operated about 2,658 and the Navy and the Marine Corps 1,541. In addition to these 
fixed-wing combat aircraft, the Services operate about 1,300 armed helicopters. 1 This report 
focuses on fixed-wing aircraft programs: the Air Force F-22, the Navy F/A-18E/F, and the F-35 
Joint Strike Fighter. The research and development, procurement, and military construction costs 
of these aircraft will combine to cost taxpayers an estimated $418 billion in constant dollars. 2 

These aircraft have been traditionally referred to as “tactical” aircraft to distinguish them from the 
Air Force’s B-52, B-l, and B-2 “strategic” bombers. When applied to aircraft, “tactical” generally 
refers to smaller and shorter-ranged planes, while “strategic” generally refers to larger and longer- 
ranged aircraft. Both tactical and strategic types are operated by USAF’s Air Combat Command, 
which in 1992 replaced Strategic Air Command (SAC) and Tactical Air Command (TAC). 
Reflecting the post-Cold War demise of SAC and TAC, tactical aircraft are sometimes referred to 
as “theater aircraft.” 

The Military Services use alpha-numeric designations (e.g., A-10, F-15, B-52, F/A-18) to identify 
the type of mission the aircraft is designed to perform. This taxonomy can be confusing because it 
is loosely defined (e.g., the Joint Strike Fighter is a multi-role aircraft, which would suggest an 
F/A-35 designation) and because, over time, an aircraft can be modified to perform additional 
missions. For example, the B-52 Stratofortress today exploits advanced targeting and precision 
guided munitions (PGMs) to conduct close air support (CAS) missions, which are historically 
performed by tactical aircraft, not long-range bombers. Generally speaking, however: 

• Fighter planes primarily engage in air-to-air combat, either at close/visual range 
or at ranges requiring radar-guided missiles and stand-off munitions (including 
“precision-guided munitions”/ PGMs). 

• Attack planes focus on air-to-surface combat operations such as CAS for 
friendly ground forces engaged in battle, battlefield air interdiction (BAI) against 



1 See CRS Report RL32447, Military Helicopter Modernization: Background and Issues for Congress, by Christopher 
Bolkcom and Christian F. M. Liles. 

2 Selected Acquisition Report (SAR) Summary Tables. Department of Defense. OUSD (AT&L) as of December 31, 
2007. 
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enemy forces behind the lines, and deep interdiction (also known as “deep 
strike”) against the enemy’s military, political, and industrial infrastructure. 

• Fighter/attaek planes (also known as fighter-bombers, strike fighters, or 
multirole fighters) perform both air-to-air and air-to-surface missions. 

• Long-range bombers and cruise missiles can also be used in BAI and deep 
strike operations. 

• Increasingly, armed Unmanned Aerial Vehicles, or UAV s, are used to attack 
ground targets, especially in low-intensity combat or counterinsurgency missions. 

Background 

Major changes in the national security environment (e.g., the fall of the Soviet Union, the terror 
attacks of 9/11) have informed DOD plans for tactical aviation modernization. In response to an 
emerging congressional consensus and recommendations by the Defense Department’s 1993 
Bottom-Up Review (BUR) of force structure requirements, the Clinton Administration decided in 
late 1993 to continue two major aircraft programs then underway — the F-22, a low-observable-to- 
radar (stealthy) fighter for the Air Force; and the F/A-18E/F version of the F/A-18 fighter/attack 
plane for the Navy — while also pursuing new aviation technology initiatives through the Joint 
Advanced Strike Technology (JAST) program, which later evolved into the Joint Strike Fighter 
(JSF) program. 

The George H. Bush Administration’s plan for modernizing U.S. tactical aircraft had focused on 
four key aircraft programs: (1) the F-22, (2) the F/A-18E/F, (3) the AFX, a stealthy attack/fighter 
aircraft to be developed for the Navy and Air Force, and (4) the Multi-Role Fighter (MRF), either 
a new aircraft or an upgraded version of the F-16 fighter/attack plane for the Air Force. Since 
there was no funding for the MRF and only minimal funding for the AFX, their rejection by the 
BUR in 1993 was more a recognition of their demise than the termination of viable programs. 

The Defense Department’s first Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR), released in May of 1997, 
recommended buying fewer tactical aircraft than was then projected, with reduced annual 
procurement of the F-22 and the F/A-18E/F. The George W. Bush administration took office with 
the aim to “transform” the Department of Defense rather than merely modernize its capabilities. 
Tactical aircraft programs were reviewed in this context, and in Program Budget Decision (PBD) 
753 (December 23, 2004), DOD recommended that the F-22 program be terminated after the 
FY2008 purchase. 



3 Unlike modernization, transformation is generally viewed as discontinuous change, or a “leap ahead” in capabilities. 
See CRS Report RL32238, Defense Transformation: Background and Oversight Issues for Congress , by Ronald 
O’Rourke for more information on military transformation. 
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Current Programs 



F-22A Raptor 

Built by Lockheed Martin and Boeing, the F-22A features a stealthy design, advanced engines by 
Pratt and Whitney, and new avionics by Hughes and other subcontractors. It is replacing the F-15 
as the Air Force’s air superiority fighter. Like the F-15E, the F-22 will also have air-to-surface 
attack capabilities. The program was in competitive prototyping from 1986 to 1991 and then 
entered engineering and manufacturing development (EMD), with prototype flights beginning in 
1997. On September 14, 2001, the Defense Acquisition Board (DAB) announced its much- 
awaited decision that the F-22 program had successfully completed EMD and was ready to move 
on to low-rate initial production. On December 15, 2005, the Air Force announced that a 12- 
aircraft detachment of F-22s had achieved initial operational capability (IOC). 



Figure I . F-22 Raptor 




In recent years, tension has emerged between the Air Force, which states a requirement for 381 
Raptors, and DOD’s civilian leaders, who have restricted spending plans instead to 184 aircraft. 
F-22 supporters won the debate in the 109 th Congress on whether to grant multiyear procurement 
(MYP) authority for the final 60 Raptors. In FY2009, Congress provided DOD with the resources 
to either continue F-22 procurement beyond the current program of record or to begin closing the 
production line. In early 2009, DOD and the 111 th Congress will be faced with making a decision 
on the F-22’s future. (See CRS Report RL31673, F-22A Raptor , by Christopher Bolkcom for 
more information on the F-22.) 
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